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ABSTRACT
This topical paper examined students' views on

individualized instruction versus the traditional approach. The
purpose of the study was: (1) to measure student acceptance of the
concept of individualized instruction; (2) to identify positive and
negative factors of individualized instruction as perceived by
stuients; and (3) to identify the characteristics of students
selectin,j individualized and traditional methods. Random samples of
students from Harford Community College (Maryland) participated in
the first phase of the study and samples of students from three other
local colleges were added to the second phase. The results of these
stuiie s. indicated that only 50% of the students sampled preferred the
individ,ialized model to the traditional approach. While a majority of
the stuients jndicated a preference for almost all the
characteristics of individualized instruction including self-pacing,
emphasis :)T1 the individual, and grading based on the achievement of
objectiv, they preferred teacher, raaler than student, control of
the learning situation. The students' negative reaction to the
com7ept of student responsibility fcr learning may have been strong
enough to result in the rejection of the individualized instructional
model despite its preferred characteristics. A section on
implications of the study for individualized instruction is included.
(RG)
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DO STUDENTS WANT
INDIVIDUALIZED INSTRUCTION?

I. INTRODUCTION

The concept of individualized instruction is having a

definite impact on c.mtemporary education. By raising some

pertinent questions in both theory and practice, it has

stimulated a reexamination of the very foundations of our

educational system. The results of this introspection are

expressed in the concerns of the educational community for

the changing process and goals of education and in the new

roles assumed by its professionals.

What is this disruptive force in education? In a paper

presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational

Re-...earch Association, Heathers provided an encompassing and

accurate description of what individualized instruction is

and what it is not.

Education is individualized . . . as the
learning goals an individual pursues, and
the means uhereby he works toward them, are
selected for and by him. Individualization
is not limited to independent learning or
learning in a tutor-student dyad. Depend:mg
on the learning goal and learner character-
istics, individualized education also can
occur in group contexts. Individualization
is fostered through emphasizing student involve-
ment in choosing and conducting learning activ-
ities. Managing individualized instructional
programs in schools depends greatly on student
self-direction accomplished either through using
programmed materials or through students' devel-
oping competencies in selecting, planning, and
cnnducting learning tasks (11).

From definitions such as this, one is able to understand

the reasons for the impact of this concept. The characteris-



tics of individualized
instruction cited by Heathers are

quite distinct from those of traditional, group-oriented
instructional methods. It is these distinctions that must
be examined to understand the full force of tbis alternative
concept of instruction. This paper notes certain existing
differences between the two instructional approaches, cites
selected literature, describes a stlidy dealing with various
perceptions of the differences, and, finally, points to cer-
tain implicaLions that may be drawn from both published
reports and this specific investigation.

Traditional versus Individualized Forms of Instruction
The moft observable difference in the two systems is in

their emphasis, the one approach focusing on the individual
learner, and the other on the learner in a group. This seem-
ingly obvious distinction in orientation has far-reaching
effects on the learning environment and places very ifferent
requirements on the instructor and the student. Individuali-
zed instruction requires that the learning outcomes--the goals
to be achieved by the learner--be specified in detai'. prior
to instruction. While both instructional modes may establish
objectives, the essential difference is the grear :specifi-
city requixed with individualized instruction.

This difference in degree of specificity also applies
to the area of structure in the learning process. In the
individualized approach to instruction, the fact that out-
comes are clearly defined in advance makes it possible to
design more distinct learning strategies to achieve these
goals. In the traditional mode the learner is given general
course objectives and provided minimal guidance along path-
ways toward their attainment.

In order to accommodate personal differences among
learning styles anc3 preferences, the individualized learning
mode provides a variety of alternative learning pathways,
relying largely on programmed materials supplemented by small
group discussion. The group-oriented, traditional mode
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tykAcally uses two routes for all students--the lecture and

textbook readings.

Whereas in the traditional mode of instruction the course

material and textbook information (pathways) are organized

according to pedagogical theory and/or logical sequence of

content, the pathways offered by the individualized instruc-

tional mode are a produz..t of an empirical cyclic process.

The materials are tested on students, revised on the basis

of test result evaluation, and tried again until the instruc-

tor is satisfied that they produce the desired levels of

student proficiency. In the traditional mode oi instruction

this type of feedback-correction cycle is more likely to

occur on an Infrequent, informal basis, and modifications of

instructional mateiials typically result from intuitive

assessments.

Other Comparisons

There are other distinctions between the two systems.

For example, ind!vidualized instruction differs from the

traditional mode in its removal of rigid time constraints;

since it adheres to the concept of lndivitival differences, it

also acknowledges that students have personal learning rates

and learning styles. Mastery of the materiali.e., the

attainment of specific objectives--is therefore paramount,

and the time required to accomplish the task of lesser impor-

tance. For this reason individualized instruction is not

confined to learning within an artificial time-block sequence

of units, but is oriented to student mastery-progression.

Differences are also apparent in the role of the instruc-

tor. In the individualized mode the instructor no longer

assumes the "fountainhead" role but is instead a tutor, a

resource to students to be used as needed, and a manager of

the learning process. The emphasis is on measurable student

/earning rather than on teacher activity or performance.

Equally important differences exist in the roles students

assume in these two instructional modes. The more traditional,
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passive role of the student as receive-2 of information and
infrequent controller of the instructional process varies
from his role in the individualized mode where he is expected
to be an active participant both in the learning process and
in the control and selection of the instruction received.

These differences concur with those in the learn3ng
environment. For the most part the environment of 4:le indi-
vidualized approach mode is highly unstructured, pling ehe
responsibility on the student to set his own pace, schedule
his own time input, and select the instructional method he
wishes to use. What is structursq:1 are the individual learn-
ing pathways leading to specified goals, sequenced and rein-
forced in such a way as to shape the student's behavior
toward the predetermined outcomes.

The traditional instructional environment is organized
counterpoint to the individual mode. The student is provided
with external cues of expectations relating to output, number
of required class meetings, length of classes, examination
dates, reading assignments, and, to a limited degree, the
course objectives. The methods or pathways to be used for
assimilating the course material are not specified and he
may rigidly do daily assignments or cram for examinations,
learn from the textbook or the lecturer, or both. Given the
instructional resources provided by the teacher with a mini-
mum of guidance, the student is expected to learn any way be
sees fit.

Grading procedures also differentiate the two approaches.
The traditional grading system--A, B, C, D, F--is frequently
seen as punitive in nature because a student is punished for
failure to learn within specified time limits. In contrast,
the nonpunitive grading systems used with individualized
instruction do not punish. Such systems typically have four
grades: A, B, C, and I (or X or other .3ymbol). A student
receives an A, B, or C when he achieves a predetermined
level of subject mastery. He receives an I when he has not
achieved the mastery level and usually has an undetermined



time period to do so and receive a grade. Another grading

pattern common to this mode is "Pass or No Credit."

The nonpunitive grading system focuses on learning,

whereas the traditional system shifts its emphasis from

learning to grading. If students do not learn in a tradition-

al system, they are given D's or F's and the responsibility

of the instructor ends. In the nonpunitive system it is the

instructor's responsibility to bring the student up to the

minimum mastery level, whether it takes more or less than the

standard 15-week semester.

The Literature

Given the individuality of students, the Contrasting

characteristics of the two instructional modes, and the

resulting differences in the roles assumed by students, should

there then not be varying degrees of learner acceptance of

and success in these modes? Current research provides some

insignts into this question. For example, Bloom (4) states

that "there is evidence that some students can learn quite

well through independent learning efforts while others need

highly structured teaching-learning situation." Glazer (10)

also discusses the idea that individualized instruction

reauires there be different ways for people to learn. Simil-

arly, Jacob (12) points out that "some students react ,rery

negatively to a more permissive teaching technique," a position

that is supported by a number of related research stmdies.

Ashmus and Haigh (1), in a study of student preferences for

directive and nondirective classes, found that almost an

equal number chose each method. Although the students did

not differ significantly in intelligence or grade avrrages,

those preferring nondirective courses displayed greater flexi-

bility, self-insight, and ability to cope with ambiguity.

Other investigators have looked at success in terms of

academic achievement. Examining ninth-grade students in an

independent study program, Bernstein (2) concluded that

creativity, low need for structure, and ability to self-direct
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and be responsible for one's own learning were significant

predictions of success. Macomber and Siegel (16) found that

students who initially held favorable attitudes toward a mode

of instruction were solewhat superior in achievement than

those who did not. Davis (8) found that with content held

constant, the form of presentation will give an advantage to

students with aptitude congruent with the mode of presentation.

Likewise Kropp, Nelson, and King (14) suggested that achieve-

ment can be enhanced by assigning instructional materials

known to be related to ability patterns of students.

Wispe".(16) found "personality-insecure" students had an

unfavorable attitude toward permissive teaching methods,

while "independent" students desired more permissive methods

regardless of the method used in class. Bigelow and Eghert

(3), using the California Psychological Inventory, reported

that students with high social needs were less satisfied with

independent study, while intellectual efficiency and respon-

sibility were traits pertinent to success. Personality vari-

ables have also been found to be related to achievement in

programmed instruction and in csimputer-assisted instruction

by a number of researrzhers (9:334-338! 13:14-17; 15:295-302;

17:169-179; 19:72-77). In summary, research points to the

fact that individual students prefer different learning envir-

onments. While these preferences do not appear related to

cognitive abilities, they do involve the dynamics of personal-

ity characteristics.

II. THE STUDY

Although there has been research on the total concept of

individualized instruction, most investigations have taken

place ex post facto, after a lesrniny system has been imple-

mented. Evaluation has centered on courses, instructors,

specific materials, and combinations of all three, but not on

the concept itself. What would be student reactions to

concept rather than to a specific application?

6
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It can be safely assumed that all students have experi

enced, in some form or other, "traditional" instruction. Yet

this same assumption cannot be made regarding individualized

instruction. Only a comparatively limited number of students

have been exposed to Jt, and fewer of them to more than one

of its forms. This inequity in student exposure exists both

for the assessment of student attitudes toward individualized

instruction and for the actual implementation of such a pro

gram.

The question of students' initial preference for an

instructional concept (versus an application of the concept)

poses an interesting and seemingly endless series of questions

For example, given the opportunity to choose between the

divergent instructional modes, would student preferences be

sufficiently polarized to warrant offering a potpourri of

modes? Or would they be sufficiently convergent to warrant

the offering of a single mode of instruction (be it individ

ual or group oriented)? What characteristics of each mode

are most attractive to students? What characteristics would

differentiate the students selecting each mode? This study

attempts to answer these questions.

Objectives

The purposes of the study were threefold:

(1) to measure student acceptance of the concept of

individualized instruction

(2) to -Aentify positive and negative factors of

individualized instruction as perceived by

students

(3) to identify the characteristics of students selec

ting individualized and traditional methods.

*
The model of individualized instruction developed for

this study and presented to the student sample does not
ppitomize the theoretical ideal. It is instead an attempt
to represent the best of current applications of the theory.

7



Methods

The study was undertaken 3n two phases. Phase I focused
on answering questions concerning the convergence or diver-
gence of student preferences and the relationship of student
characteristics to instructional choice. Phase II investi-
gated student preferences for specific characteristics of
each instructional model.

Materials

Since there is no one individualized or traditional mode,
models were develcped from a synthesis of descriptions pro-
vided in the literature. The result was a set of five state-
ments for each (Appendix A, p. 1). The order in which these
statemenf-s were presented was alternated on thp questionnaire
to avoid response bias. These models and the questionnaire
(Appendix A, p. 2) were used in Phase I of the study.

A second instrument was constructed by manipulating the
basic model descriptions for each instructional method to
conform with the forced-choice format. The questionnaire
contained eight pairs of statements describing the charactei--
istics of comparable areas ot each model (Appendix B). The
order in which the characteristics appea/ed in each set was
also alternated to avoid response bias. This questionnaire
was used in Phase II of the study.

Samples and Procedures

Phase I incorporated two Famples. The first sample was
randomly selected from students enrolled in the first semes-
ter of various two-semester courses at Harford Community
College, who were asked to indicate which of the two instruc-
tional methods they preferred for the subsequent semester.
They were also asked to describe the reason for their selec-
tion and to provide basic demographic and academic informa-
tion (Appendix A, p. 2). The second sample consisted of
first-time freshmen who were told during orientation that

0;7



English 101, a course they all would be taking, would be

taught by two different methods. They were asked to indicate

the method they preferred and why, and to provide the same

demographic data requested from the first sample. The first

sample consisted of 219 freshMen and sophomores, and the sec-

ond sample, 158 first-tin- freshmen.

Four Maryland community colleges, including Harford

Community College, participated in Phase II of the study.

The forced-choice questionnaire was administered to four

randomly selected classes at each institution for a total

sample of 284 students. The students were asked to select

the one characteristic from each pair of items that they

preferred to have incorporated into the design of the course

in which they were currently enrolled.

Results: Phase I

Although the exact percentage varied slightly, approxi-

mately one-half of the combined samples one and two selected

each model (Table I). A chi-square test was applied to the

aPlected personal and academic data of these "preference"

groups to determine characteristics related to choice of

instructional model. No significant relationship (.05 level)

was found for age, sex, or quality point index. Nor were such

variables as major, grade expected in the course, or the

TABLE I

Total Prefer Tradi- Prefer Individ-
Sample tional Model ualized Model

Number % Number %

I 219 107 48.9 112 51.1

II 158 79 50.0 50.0

TOTALS 186 49.3
-79
191 50.7

student's perceived academic ability found to be significantly

related to instructional preference.



The reasons given by the students in th''.3 first two sam-
ples for their choice of instructional models were sorted by
a panel of three judges, and 14 categories developed (Table
II).

Learner versus External_Control

Students selecting the traditional option made such
comments as: "If left to work alone, I would never keep up;"
and "I would piobably fare better in a classroom situation
since I have a tendency to put off outside work when there's
no pressure." In all, 23.2% of the leasons given for select-
ing the traditional option were of this nature. The label
External Control was applied to the answers in this category
because they seemed to indicate that the stuaents did not
want to direct their own leaTning--a necessary criterion for
individialized instruction--but preferred to have someone else
controlling the learning situation.

Studlents selecting the individualized option made such
comments 35: "I would like to be as independent as possible
while attending college; this seems to be one way of achiev-
ing at least part of my goal--learning to stand on my own two
feet." Another student added that "I prefer to work more as
an individual than in e group--I think that I will accomplish
more than with a group."

Grading on Achievement of Objectives versus Ccmnetition

Grading by achievement of objectives, more commonly
referred to as the mastery approach, is another character-
istic of individualized instruction. Students selecting the
individualized approach mentioned this factor as the reason
for their selection 5.6% of the time, and in so doing noted
that "I made this choice simply because the student is gra-
ded on his own work;" and "I don't think that people's
abilities should be compared to each other--a person should
be graded on his own skill."

10

1



TABLE II

CA7EGORIES OF STUDENT RESPONSES

N.377*

S'alected A (Individualized Option)

Sample I Sample IT Total
Characteristic N % N % N

Grading on achievement
of object!ves 10 6.4 6 6.1 16 6.3

Learner controlled 9 5.8 4 4.1 13 5.1
Self-pace 64 41.0 40 40.8 104 40.9
Individual emphasis 36 23.1 35 35.7 71 28.0
Variable time input 10 6.4 3 3.1 13 5.1
Learner initiated testing 14 9.0 3 3.1 17 6.7
Instructor as a resource 13 8.3 7 7.1 20 7.9

TOTAL 156 100.0 98 100.0 254 1000

Selected B (Traditional Option)

Sample I Sample II Total
Characteristic

Competition 3 4.8 9 8.5 12 7.1
External Control 11 17.7 28 26.4 39 23.2
Group pace 3 4.8 4 3.8 7 4.2
Group emphasis 38 61.3 24 22.6 62 36.9
Set time input 2 3.2 8 7.6 10 6.0
Prescheduled testing 0 0.0 5 4.7 5 3.0
Instructor as learning

leader 5 8.1 28 26.4 33 19.6

TOTAL 62 100.0 106 100.0 168 100.0

*multiple responses were counted when given so the total number
of responses exceeds the total N of students.
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These students selecting the traditional option frequen-

tly mentioned that they sought, or at lea:A preferred, compe-

tition. "I enjoy competition," one stated, !'an automatic A

or B after successful completion is not alluring." Another

said "I work better under group pressure competitiJn."

Self versus Group Pacing

Pacing was the second most cited reason 36.6%) for

selecting the individualized approach, and students' comments

included: "I feel I can work better and faster on my own;"

"I feel that I am slower in learning than some of the other

studentsthat is why I picked option A;" and "If I work at

my own pace, I think I will learn more." Few students (3.0%)

selected tne traditional option because of its group pace

benefit.

Individual versus Group Emphasis

This dimensi^n of the two approaches is best described

by the respondents' replies, with those selecting the individ-

ualized option (25%) making such comments as: "T. prefer to

work more as an individual than in a group. I think that I

will accemplish more than with a group;" and "I prefer to

leaim English independently rather than in a class because I

feel I can learn more . . . "

Emphasis on the group was the prime reason for students

(26.9%) selecting the traditional option. The two areas

their comments focused on were the secure feeling obtained

from the group, and group discussion and interaction: "I

don't think I'm ready for individual work the first semester

--I'd rather see how I'd do with a group first;" "I'm not

ready for individual study yet;" "I reel I could work better

in a group and would be able to get other students' opinions

in different matters;" and "I enjoy working in a group--I

could probably learn more."

16 1 2



Variable Time versus Set Time Input

Students selecting the traditional option (4.6%) fre-
quently mentioned work and home commitments that prevented
them from putting in too much time, saying, "I work, and
need more class time and a limited amount of study;" and
"since I am a part-time student and also employed, I feel I
will not have the time required to do enough research outside
of class."

Interestingly, students selecting the individualized
option (4.3%) occasionally based their selection on the same
reasoning. "I am employed full time," said one, "and at
times have difficulty attending regular classes." Anothcr
stated, "I find that with working during the day T 3onft
have time in the evening to do a lot of homework, and I enjoy
the thought of being able to more or less set my own pace."

Learner Initiated versus Prescheduled Testing

The testing process was an important n-!ason behind
selection of the individualized option (6.0%) and relatively
unimportant to students who chose the traditional (2.3%).
Students selecting the former stated that "class A alt3o
eliminates last minute cramming for final exams;" and like
the idea of students working on their own level and taking
exams when they feel prepared." "I would rather take a few
exams instead of a lot" was the response of one student
selecting the traditional option.

Instructor as Resource versus Learning Leader

The instructor's role was an important consideraticn in
the choice of 10.8% of the total sample. Four per cent of
the students selecting the traditional and 7.1% of those
selecting the individualized option cited this reason for
their selection.

Those selecting the former perceiTed the instructor in
a dominant "teaching" role, their comments reflecting this.

17
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preference: "1 feel I can learn more by listening and taking
notes;" "I learn more being taught than teaching myself;" and
"I usua]lv grasp the idea more readily through lectures rather
than on my own."

Students selecting the individualized option preferred
working with the instructor :)11 a one-to-one basis. For
example, one stated that NIT felt "a student can learn much
more when he moves along at his own rate and can work on a

one-to-one ratio with the teacher;" and another, "I would
like to work at my own speed and be able to meet with the
instructor for individual training."

Results: Phase II

The objective of the study's second phase was to identify
student preferences for singular characteristics of each
model rather than for the model as a whole. Students were
requested to choose between the paired statements, one des-
cribing a dimension of traditional instruction, the other the
same dimension of individualized instruction.

The results of the students' responses are summarized in
Table III. A chi-square test resulted in a p .01, indica-
tiAg that the distributions are significantly different.
Seven of the eight characteristics of the individualized
instructional model were preferr-- over comparable character-
istis of the traditional model. The three characteristics
of the former receiving the highest number of responses were
grading based on achievement of objectives; self-pacing, and
emphasis on the individual.

The one characteristic of the traditivnal model prefer-
red by the majority of students was control of the instruc-
tional process external to the student. The two remaining
characteris*ics of that model receiving the highest number of
responses were specific time input requirements and the
instructor's role as a learning leader.
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III. DISCUSSION

As indicated by the results of Phase I, only 50% of the
students selected the individualized model, a far smaller
percentage than many advocates of this approach would have
predicted. When given the choice between singular character-
istics of the individualized and the traditional models, the
sample chose the former in all cases but one. Respondents
preferred the traditional characteristic of teacher control
of the learning situation to the individualized characteris-
tic of learner control. In other words, the majority of
students preferred all the characteristics of individualized
instruction except having the responsibility for learning
placed on theme Considering this fact in light of the respon-
ses of the first two samples to the entire uescr3ptive models
and their rather evenly divided preferences, a number of
int.y.=gtino possibilities emerge.

First, despite the variety of reasons offered for selec-
ting the traditional rather than the individualized model, it
is possible that many students were reacting to the learner
control element. It seems that this variable is considered
less desirable by most students, and its negative influence
may be pervasive enough to determine the total choice of the
learning model despite a student's preference for other
characteristics. This may result from our system of educa-
tion, which has not rewarded students who want to control
their own learning. The 'lock-steph group mode has been
ingrained into all who pass through our elementary, secondary,
and postsecondary institutions. Most students have survived
a system that does not vall.,e individual learning experiences
and, in fact, is structured to prevent a regular occuyence of
such experiences. Students, especially successful ones, have
learned to beat a system whose ultimate goals are not expres-
sed as learning objectives, but rather as a relative compari-
son to peers. The skills for survival in this system are not
independence and self-motivation, nor are they necessarily
the same skills needed for succesF; in an individualized program.
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Students have learned to become passive learners, play

the game, and opt for grades instead of learning, generally

assuming that the system and not the learner is responsible

for "education." Cross (7) describes the "new" students of

the 70s, found in large numbers in community colleges, as

those who have the "inclination to be passive in learning

situations."

Students have typically not controlled their own learning,

and many are reluctant to assume control at this stage in their

educational careers. Many simply have not learned how to

learn. Evidence of this fact is the number of respondents

who expressed fear over "independent study," as they termed it,

or who wanted firm directions from the teacher at all times,

saying, "I learn orAter being taught."

A second poible reason for students favoring singular

characteristics individualized instruction, but nct the

model as an untity, may be the negative stereotype that exists

regarding this approach. To many students and faculty, indi-

vidualized instruction implies programmed learning, hardwa7e,

an unfamiliar technical vocabulary, and a nonpersonal, non-

flexible, noninteractive learning. Although they may prefer

certain characteristics of this approach, presentation of the

entire mcjel may raise the specter described.

While Heather's definition specifies that individualiza-

tion includes, but is not limited to, independent learning or

a tutor-student dyad, most of the current applications of the

concept have not made such distinctions. The idea of individ-

ualized instruction has spawned almost single-concept, audio-

tutorial laboratories and prograximed learning packages that

emulate a Skinnerian learning model. These models are imbued

with automated devices with which students, moving at their

own pace, cover the same sequence of instructional frames

using the same media. Group instruction, if provided, is

used by the teacher to monitor learning and to provide correc-

tive input where students have not grasped the information.

In most cases these "innovations" have replaced the "tradi-
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tional" lecture and constitute the only mode of instruction
available to the student.

Why has this narrow view of individualized instruction
taken hold as the rule rather than the exception? Cohen, in

assessing the level and quality of its implementation in two-
year colleges, provides some insight:

Differences in environment, student's
learning style, instructional methodology,
levels of tasks to be learned and inter-
action among all relevant characteristics
have seemed to be beyond comprehension or
control (6:134).

It must be concluded, therefore, that given the number

and complexity of learner and environmental variables to be
considered in providing a truly individualized learning system,

the theory far surpasses the level of control possible with
the current "state of the art." It would appear that, as a

response to this situation, the pragmatic approach of "it

works, use it," favored by innovative educators, has prompted

them to extract the part of the total individualized instruc-

tion model that is most comprehensible and controllable--the
self-pacing concept.

Implications for Individualizing Instruction

Instructors have captured the concept of self-pacing

through the use of instructional hardware and programmed
materials and textbooks. Bui 1,;4teria1s possessing this qual-

ity of self-pacing are not syn.,nymous with individualized

instruction. Self-paced instruction alone cannot and does not

meet the learning needs of all students, no more than tradi-

tional modes alone have been sufficient. In the scramble to
innovate and to keep in step with contemporary education, the
words of such men as Bloom have gone unheeded. Discussing

the "educational trap" of assuming thre exists one "best"

method of instruction, Bloom (4) reminds us that "one may

start with the very different assumption that individual stu-

dents may need very different types and quantities of instruc-
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tion to achieve mastery."

The kind of learning envi onment created by current

individuized instructional programs is too frequently

ignored, as are student preferences for valious learning

environments. Individualization recognizes "individual dif-

ferences" and theoretically takes into consideration the

student's present learning level. In practice, most preinst-

ruction assessment focuses exclusively on the level of academic

proficiency; little attention is given to how students regard

characteristics of the learning environment. While the scien-

tific approach accepts the concept of varieties of learning

styles, the individualized approach, in practice, typicar.y

places all students in an S-R model learning environment.

The traditional model's structured, external learning

environment and undirected methods of assimilation of course

materials are substantially different from the unstructured

learning environment and directed methods of assimilation of

the individualized instructional model. These models place

equally different requirements and responsibilities on the

students. Theee differences may not seem paramount and may,

in fact, be con-idered to the student's advantage. However,

they do demand a new learning style, one that differs from a

previously learned style that has been positively reinforced.

These learning environments differ in another equally

important way. Students are accustomed to being taught in a

group. They communicate by looks as well as words, and are

constantly in contact with each other and the instructor both

visually and verbally. Yet, in the irdividualized environ-

ment as it exists in most colleges today, this interaction is

reduced. Although it may be intensified when the iostructor

works with the student on a one-to-one basis, it is not Con-

stant. The student working alone with his materials, fre-

quently in an isolated carrell, has little peer interaction.

Ir many Y:espects this learning environment is contrary to the

popularity and prevalence of collective action in our society.

Hence, the learning style demanded of students who choose
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individualized instruction finds little support--and perhaps

is even antagonistic to the individual's learning history and

life style.

Another assumption basic to the individualized approach

that ma not be entirely valid is that all students desire or

can be motivated to learn. Unfortunately, this simply does

not hold true in practice. Cross (7) points out that those

who work with the "new" student rank "lack of effort, has

qujt trying" as the major obstacle to learning . . . rating

it above poor home background, poor schooling, or low intel-

ligence.

An additional assumption underlying individualized instruc-

tion is that students prefer a system which does not pit one

against the other for the ratio of A's and B's dictated by the

normal curve. As seen from the student responses, this is not

quite true. Some students described in Phase I have obviously

come to thrive on competitioA, and most at least have learned

to survive it and to r,asure their learning against the progress

of the class: "if no one knows the material, you don't have

to press; if everyone but you knows it, you're in trouble!"

Competition is a traditional characteristic of group situations;

removing it further modifies the "expected" learning environ-

ment.

Many educators have assumed all too simply that individ-

ualizing instruction, packaging courses, and specifying beha-

vioral objectives would be a panecea for the problems they

face. Unfortunately, this has not been the case. Student

reaction to a drastically modified learning environment, which

placed greater responsibility on them as learners, has not

always been positive.

However, the fact that only 50 per cent of the students

sampled selected the individualized model should not comfort

its opponents. It suggests that at least half of our students

prefer it to a traditional approach. Since few educational

institutions offer a variety of courses prepared on the indi-

vidualized basis, we obviously are not meeting the needs of



many of our students. It is probably appropriate for most

institutionc, therefw-c, to emphasine the development of

individualized instructional pr,..Dgrams rather than to support

new efforts along traditional lines. Yet, those who have

been anxious to implement this con;ept are limited by the

"state of the art" as to what may realistically be applied in

the real world learnina environment. As a result, the theory

of individualized instruction has far outpaced the ability of

educators to put it into effect; hut at least it has awakened

the education community to the need.

If institutions want a truly individualized instructional

program, they may turn to an altei7native suggested by Bruner

(5) to offset the gap between the.Jry and execution. It suggests

using two of the basic precepts of the theoretical model of

individual.ized instruction--offeing alternative learning

paths and placing the control for selection of learning paths

and pace with the student. Lecture and discussion sessions,

live and ma.-1.hine media, permisslve and highly strut-tured

environments--all must be employed because today only the

learner can (hopefully) know when and how he is ready to learn

a particular concept. Cohen (6),-in reinforcing this idea,

arcues that "although even he is often unconscious of his

readiness to learn, the student must be free to move in and

out of instructional situations at his discretion and without

penalty; furthermore these situations must be varied."

If individualized instruction is to succeed, a total

reeducation process must both precede and accompany the pro-

cess. Negative stereotypes of "programmed learning" held by

both faculty and students must be overcome. The materials

and techniques developed must truly be multifaceted ane offer

different paths to accommodate distinct learning styles. We

must be as cognizant of the variety of learning environments

as we are of the learning materials and Achniques. Individu-

alized instruction must be viewed as an all-encompassing con-

cept, and what has been tmed "traditional instruction"

viewed as but one subset of the many contained in this larger

21



set.

Finally, we must recognize that individualizing instruc-

tion is not synonymous with providing individualized materials,

but means meetiaa the specific learning needs of each student.

Achieving this goal may require not only different materials

and techniques, but different types of instructors and learn-

ing environments, group and indiAddual.
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e
e
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h
e
 
c
l
a
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p
e
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e
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p
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p
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u
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s
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p
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r
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r
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e
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w
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HARFORD COMMUNITY COLLEGE

NAME

1. Which option did you select? / _IA

2. Why did you select this option?

3. What grade do you anticipate receiving? (check one)

2::=7 2;7 z/ 1-7
A

4. How would you rate your general ability in this area?

(check one)

/ / L/ / / / /

Excellent Good Fair Poor

5. What is your major? (write in)

6. How old are vou? (check one)

7.

/---7 l'--7
41-50

/--77 /---7/ / L7 / /

18-21

What is

22-25

your sex?

26-30 31-40

(check one)

51-60 60+

/

2
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Dear Student:

We are attempting to redesign this course so that you
will learn more and will enjoy learning more. Described be-
low are some of the ideas we are considering. They are
grouped in eight sets of two each. Would you please read
each pair of ideas carefully and then indicate which of the
two you would prefer to have incorporated in the design of
this course.

1. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

i---7 the student will work primarily on his own using indi-
vidualized materials. He will occasionally work with
small groups and/or witn the course instructor on a one-
to-one basis.

or a course in which:

/ / tb tudent will work primarily in a group of 25-30
persons, listening and responding to the instructor's
lectures.

2. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/ / the pace of the course will be adjusted to the group.
The instructor will make weekly assignments to the
class as a whole. Students will be expected to com-
plete these assignments,

or a course in which:

/---/ the student will proceed at his own pace as determined
by his ability to master specific tasks. This pace will
vary from student to student.

3. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/---7 a major portion of the required course work will be
done on campus using the individualized materials.
The time required to complete the material will vary.
Outside work, primarily in the form of reading, may be
expected.

or a course in which:

/---7 the student will meet with the class for 3 hours per
week. Additional work, primarily in the form of reading,
may be expected outside of class.

4. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/ / three exams, a final and a course paper will be utilized
to assess the students2progress in the course. The
exams will be administered at the completion of the
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3rd, 7th and llth weeks .

or a course in which:

/ / exams will be given at the end of each of the 12 units.
A student may take the exams when he feels sufficiently
prepared. When a student passes a unit exam at an
acceptable level he will proceed to the next unit. A
final examination and a course paper will also be re-
quired.

5. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/ / grades will be based upon the student achieving speci-
fied course objectives (including a course paper).
Grades of A or B will be assigned when the student
demonstrates mastery of the knowledge and skills re-
quired by the stated course objectives.

or a course in which:

/ /grades will be assigned as based on the student's per-
formance as compared to the performance of his class-
mates. Grades of either A, B, C, D, or F will be
assigned.

6.. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/--7 the student will be responsible for his own learning and
progress and for meeting the stated course objectives.

or a course in which:

/ / the student will have to meet certain requirements set
by the instructor to maintain satisfactory progress in
the course.

7. Would you prefer a course in which: (check one)

/---7 the instructor will be the primary scarce of informa-
tion for the students by lecturing and answering
questions in a class situation.

or a course in which:

/---7the instructor will serve as a resource to the rtudent,
assisting them when they run into difficulty ano suggest-
ing materials and approaches to aid them in meeting
course objectives.

8. / Would you prefer a course which would end in 45
hours (15 weeks)

or

/---7 a course which was completed when a student reached
the course objectives, whenever that might be.

46;700


